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I first met Mohammed in Melbourne at 
the end of summer 2006. He had come 
down from Sydney by bus to meet his 
cousin who was visiting from Pakistan. 
Mohammed was gregarious, generous, 
full of laughter. Somehow it came up that 
he had arrived in Australia on a boat from 
Indonesia. He spoke of the friendship and 
kindness of the Indonesian people. He 
talked about the difficulties of settling in 
Australia.
I met Mohammed again in Sydney a 
year later. By this time, he was studying 
at a technical college. He spoke about 
wanting to return to Pakistan to work with 
his brothers. Mohammed was tall with 
striking Hazara features. But he seemed 
to be a broken man.
There are pictures of men like Mohammed 
in recent news reports. Five men were 
killed in an explosion on an illegal shipping 
vessel carrying 49 asylum seekers off 
the coast of Australia. There are faces 
like Mohammed’s amongst the groups of 
protesters gathered in downtown Toronto 
on a frozen February day. There are also 
pictures of men like Mohammed in Jayce 
Salloum and Khadim Alis’ installation on 
Afghanistan. These pictures suggest that 
there are many stories remaining untold. 
The grids of portraits in Salloum and 
Alis’ installation intrigue me, as they 
represent encounters – however fleeting 
– that are not unlike my encounter with 
Mohammed. Encounters with strangers 
who disarm you. Strangers whose 
life stories haunt you. The portraits in 
Salloum and Alis’ installation strike 
me as pictures of hope. They exhibit a 
strength of character, a tenacity, even an 
optimism, that is quite different from the 
impression of Afghanistan generated by 
mainstream media. 
Yet these portraits also remind me 
of the yellowing photographs of the 
inmates at the Tuol Seleng in Cambodia 
– a grim catalogue of those who were 
about to die. We don’t hear much about 
the death count amongst Afghans. But 
I’ve recently started looking for it: in the 
news reports of increasing instability in 
bordering Baluchistan; in emails from 
colleagues informing us of murders 
and disappearances; in the increasing 
numbers of refugees seeking sanctuary 
in more stable countries. 
Equally as disarming as the portraits 
are Salloum and Alis’ photographs of the 
impossibly picturesque central Afghan 
landscape. The cold air and ripe stillness 
of the travertine mountains are unlike the 
dry, brown, dusty landscapes of Kandahar 
or Kabul. What will always stay with me is 
a phone call from the artists at 2 o’clock 
one morning in Toronto. They called from 
the mountains three hours northwest of 
Bamiyan. They described a breathtaking 
view overlooking the glittering lakes of 
Band-e Amir. I was jolted awake by the 
sheer joy in their voices, their expression 
of a wish to return. Stealing beauty can 
sometimes be a form of resistance.
Haema Sivanesan
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photography, drawing, performance, text 
and video since 1976, as well as curating 
exhibitions, conducting workshops, 
& coordinating a vast array of cultural 
projects. 
His practice exists within and between the 
personal, quotidian, local, and the trans-
national. Currently residing in Vancouver, 
Canada, Salloum recently held a solo 
show at Artspace in Sydney. 
He has exhibited widely, from the smallest 
unnamed storefronts to institutions 
such as the Musée du Louvre, Paris; 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York; 
National Gallery of Canada; Kunstlerhaus 
Bethanien, Berlin; Centre Pompidou, 
Paris; CaixaForum, Barcelona; 8th 
Havana Biennial; 7th Sharjah Biennial; 
15th Biennale Of Sydney, Biennial 
of Moving Images, Geneva and the 
Rotterdam International Film Festival. 
Khadim Ali is a Hazara artist, currently 
based in Sydney, Australia. He trained 
in contemporary miniature painting at 
the prestigious National College of Art, 
Lahore, Pakistan, and in mural painting and 
calligraphy at Tehran University, Iran. 
His work has been exhibited in museums 
and biennales including the Fukuoka 
Asian Art Museum, Japan; The Asia 
Pacific Triennial, Queensland Art Gallery, 
Brisbane, Australia; the Commonwealth 
Games Cultural Festival, Melbourne, 
Australia; the Venice Biennale, Italy; the 
British Museum, London, UK. 
Ali has work held in numerous private and 
public collections including the Fukuoka 
Asian Art Museum, the Queensland Art 
Gallery, Brisbane, Australia and the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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